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              Ask Dr. Cole 
              It can't happen to me! 

 

                     In the April '07 Bulletin, we discussed why people have to feel susceptible 
before they will take positive steps to avoid injury. Once they feel vulnerable, 
you can give them concrete examples about what to do and encourage basic 
home safety. What's critical is that you provide as many specific examples as 
possible. In working with parents, the key points they need to believe before 
they implement fire safety practices in their homes are: 

For example, stressing putting away matches and lighters is always important, 
but we also need to provide specifics about restricting access. Recommend 
that parents stop using several lighters and saving match books. Instead, urge 
them to use just one lighter with a child-resistant mechanism. It's easy to keep 
track of and provides greater protection. It is also important to remember that 
just because a lighter has a child-resistant mechanism-- it doesn't mean that it 
is child-proof. There is no substitute for proper adult supervision.  

Re-emphasize the need to maintain a working smoke alarm. According to a 
national sampling, approximately 30% of the smoke detectors in homes do not 
have working batteries. Making this simple change could reduce the potential 
for fire-related death or injury by 50%. Suggest that batteries be replaced twice 
a year when people change their clocks. 

Developing and practicing an exit plan is another concrete point to stress. 
Typically an adult might say, "That's easy, just walk out of the front door." Well, 
in an emergency situation that's not always possible. It is important that 
families continually review and discuss their exit strategy.  

 

 

 

 

 



  

 

 

In 2001, WCCO-TV in Minneapolis, Minnesota, produced a feature story in cooperation 
with the Bloomington Fire Department. They videotaped four youngsters during a 
simulated fire situation. The results were sobering. One boy ran through the smoke rather 
than to the secondary exit. A little girl did not recognize the sound of the alarm. Another 
little boy didn't wake up, and when prodded awake by his mother he froze with fear. 
Regular review of exit strategies is essential to help avoid these scenarios. If parents are 
confused about the best exit strategy, advise them to contact their neighborhood fire 
station or fire educator for assistance.  

Finally, utilizing components of the play safe! be safe!® kit in the classroom year-round is 
an excellent way to keep these key points top of mind for children and adults alike. The 
games and activities continually engage the youngsters, and the materials sent home 
serve as reminders to adults.  

'Tis the Season:  
It's HOT!   

It's not just the weather that's hot at this time of year. Summertime is barbecue and 
fireworks season. The U.S. Fire Administration's National Fire Data Center reports a 
startling statistic on its website (http://www.usfa.dhs.gov): "Annually, more than 8,000 
Americans are injured by fireworks and grill fires. More than half these injuries occur during 
the first week of July."  

As is frequently mentioned in the play safe! be safe! ® Bulletin , take advantage of 
holidays such as July 4th to reinforce fire safety messages. Whether you live in an urban or 
rural area, children will be exposed to fireworks. In meetings with parents, stress that 
children must be supervised around fireworks at all times.  

Sparklers are Dangerous!  
Adults mistakenly think "sparklers" are harmless. There's no "big bang" and kids can hold 
them in their hands. The reality is, sparklers reach high temperatures and are responsible 
for many burns among young children.  

Similarly, it's easy to forget the dangers presented by grills. Leaving charcoal and gas grills 
unattended, whether it's in a backyard, in a park, or on a sidewalk in the city, presents 
hazards to children as well as adults. Following are some key points to incorporate into 
your July and summertime fire safety lessons:  

·  Leave lots of space -- Stand away from lit fireworks. Be sure your barbecue is not 
close to building siding or leaves.  

·  Never wear loose clothing that can catch on fire.  
·  Never light fireworks or a grill in a very dry, grassy area where a spark might ignite 

a fire.  
·  Always have a fire extinguisher or bucket of water nearby.  
·  Read directions and warning labels.  
·  Be careful when using starter fluid.  



 
 
 

·  Check propane gas tank connections, and do not overfill the tank.  
·  Keep matches and lighters away from children.  
·  Make sure that everyone knows how to Stop, Drop and Roll.  

Novelty Lighters: Cute... and Deadly   

When you look quickly, you think it's a miniature cell phone. There's a Dalmatian that looks 
like a toy figurine, and there's a smiling Santa. They look like toys but all are novelty 
lighters. Thousands are flooding the market from China, and they all have the potential of 
being deadly in the hands of children. So deadly, in fact, that they already are banned in 
the European Union.  

Novelty lighters have been top of mind with fire safety educators for some time, but the 
Oregon State Fire Marshal's office (OSFM), headed by Nancy Orr, is recognized as 
spearheading a nationwide effort to raise government, fire service and consumer 
awareness. No one has been more involved than Judith Okulitch, State Wide Coordinator 
for the Juvenile Firesetter Intervention Program with OSFM. She's on a mission.  

"There's absolutely no good reason that lighters should be manufactured to resemble toys," 
states Okulitch. "Since 1994, when the Consumer Product Safety Commission (CPSC) 
mandated standards for child-resistant lighters, both the number of deaths of children under 
the age of five and the number of residential fires associated with children playing with 
lighters have declined dramatically. We'd like to see CPSC now add a regulation banning 
novelty lighters."  

Okulitch talks about the changes in the sophistication of lighter design. "In 1994, lighters 
were rather basic, easy to identify. Today, you have lighters that play music, ring, and 
move. No one ever envisioned the complexity of design that would be possible."  

 

At the OSFM's website dozens of the most child-appealing lighters are pictured. A recent 
introduction, which particularly annoys Okulitch, is one that looks like a felt-tip marker. "Any 
child could pick it up and start playing with it," she says. "We have to remember: these 
lighters claim to be child-resistant but they are not child-proof."  

The website also has copies of its Hot Issues  newsletter, which documents the office's 
campaign, as well as ways fire safety educators can help. There's even a downloadable 
sample letter to send to parents and caregivers.  

 

 



 

"We are reaching out to other state fire marshals and to burn centers to help us document 
the number of fires and burns resulting from children using novelty lighters. It's important 
that we begin to amass data, especially if we want to see national regulation," explains 
Okulitch.  

In a letter to the CPSC in August 2006, State Fire Marshal Nancy Orr outlined her office's 
concern about novelty lighters and noted that Oregon is collecting data. Ultimately, the 
office would like to see novelty lighters banned as they were in May 2006 by the European 
Union.  

Last year, Virginia was the first state to introduce legislation banning novelty lighters. 
Though it didn't pass, legislators were "sympathetic" to the cause and future legislation is 
expected. The main issue that concerned Virginia legislators was how to differentiate 
novelty lighters that are attractive to kids from those that appeal to adults. National City in 
San Diego County passed a city ordinance banning novelty lighters on May 15, 2007, one 
of the first cities to do so.  

While government regulation may be in the future, Okulitch and fire safety experts 
nationwide concur that continuing and expanding the novelty lighter education initiative is 
something everyone can do now. A variety of individuals and groups are taking up the 
cause. The National Fire Protection Agency, Western Fire Chiefs Association, the National 
Volunteer Fire Council and the National Association of State Fire Marshals all have lent 
their support to this issue.  

Richard Lambert, president of The Idea Bank, an award-winning video production 
company, also produced a PSA for the Oregon State Fire Marshal's office, which can be 
accessed from their website: www.theideabank.com  

play safe! be safe!®, Fireproof Children and BIC Corporation are supporting this 
educational effort as well. Dr. Cole has incorporated discussion of novelty lighters into his 
play safe! be safe! workshops and lectures.  

"For the past 15 years, BIC has been a leader in both the development of child-resistant 
lighters and fire prevention education for young children and their parents," said Patrick 
Cordle, BIC's vice president of lighter/shaver and sales operations.  

"BIC is very concerned that novelty lighters look like toys and send a confusing message to 
children. Lighters are adult tools," said Cordle. "In fact, the new child-resistant regulations 
in Europe completely ban all novelty lighters, even if they are child-resistant."  

BIC is committed to raising awareness of this issue with retailers around the country. 
"During lighter safety seminars with our retail customers throughout the year, we always 
point out the dangers of carrying novelty lighters," added Cordle.  

For more information and ways you can get involved, visit www.oregon.gov/OSP/SFM/.  

 

 


